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It is a rare event for most academics to have a passing conversation with a Vice Chancellor.  It 
happened recently with our own Dennis Gibson, a Geordie turned Aussie, in his newly renovated 
Chancellery at the Queensland University of Technology in Brisbane.  Amidst the cacophony of 
palm trees and crickets surrounding his subtropical empire, he sat, relaxed and expansive, in state.  
The usual pleasantries completed, the conversation turned to one of our own courses - quantity 
surveying.  "Of course, whatever they (quantity surveyors) say it will cost is never anywhere near 
what it turns out to cost".  Gulp!  "Well of course Minister, sorry, Vice Chancellor, but 
predicting the future is never an easy business".  Long silence. "Umm, yes, how many students 
enrolled this year?".  Exit stage left - fast! 
 
Pre-tender estimating is not everyone's choice of reading with which to while away a quiet 
Sunday afternoon.  For architects, it results in an unfortunate constraint on the creative design 
process.  For contractors, it's results are a constant reminder that no more money can be made out 
of this project - the price has already been fixed in the employer's mind/budget.  That pre-tender 
estimates are made by quantity surveyors is the final kiss of death.  As Monty Python once 
speculated, satirically, "Is it a bird, is it a plane? ... it's a quantity surveyor!"  As the antithesis of 
Superman, quantity surveyors do not provoke much excitement amongst the general population 
(but does anyone remember Super-Q? - step forward David Swallow).  But aficionados will 
know that QSing is a vital, if poorly marketed, activity.  And pre-tender estimating is very vital - 
Vice Chancellors' know! 
 
How bad pre-tender estimating is, depends on several things.  Lack of a good crystal ball is a 
serious problem.  This is, in fact, the starting point.  The whole business is about guessing - 
actually second guessing.  Sometime in the future, there will be a construction contract price, 
signed and sealed (if not delivered) and legally binding.  This price needs to be no more than the 
'client' can afford - well maybe a little more if the client can live with it.  This price is arrived at 
by some kind of competition.  Explicit in full blooded competition.  Implicit otherwise for those 
familiar with Marshallian economics.  The task in pe-tender estimating is to estimate (predict, 
forecast) what this will be.  Pre-tender estimators (quantity surveyors) therefore use every means 
at their disposal to guess this price as closely as possible.  Yes?  No?  Maybe.  Quantity 
surveyors, like everyone else in the construction business have to earn more money than they 
spend.  Using a lot of resources to produce a more accurate guess than using less resources to 
make a less accurate guess is a tricky business decision.  Given that quantity surveyors know 
from the start what is an acceptable level of accuracy, we have the makings of an optimisation 
problem.  But the reality is that quantity surveyors 'know' little (but 'believe' a lot) about what is 
an acceptable level of accuracy.  Worse still, they know even less about what level of accuracy 
they can achieve or the amount of resources needed.  As an optimisation problem, therefore, 
pre-tender estimating stalls at first base. 
 
At this point, many of us give up and turn to something else - bidding strategy or cashflow for 
example - that might be easier and more fruitful (publishable) topics.  Others have persevered.  
How accurate are pre-tender estimates using current techniques?  How accurate are pre-tender 
estimates using no techniques?  How accurate were past pre-tender estimates for different types 
and sizes of buildings, in different years/market conditions, etc.  Many studies have been done 
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and we all have had great fun and learned a lot about statistical analysis.  Still others have 
classified pre-tender estimating techniques, developed new pre-tender estimating techniques and 
criticised those poor souls in practice for being too ignorant to use them. 
 
In all this there has been scant regard for the actual practice of pre-tender estimating.  One of the 
best titles for a paper in this field is Etzioni's "Recipe for good estimating - it works!".  If 
economic theory has anything to tell us at all, it is that, in an open market, what sells (ie works) is 
the optimal product.  Logically, looking at what really happens in the day-to-day commercial 
environment of pre-tender estimating should tells us a lot about what is optimal or not. 
 
Bearing this in mind, Fortune and Lees' seminal work is of great importance.  Theirs has been a 
labour of love over several years of careful study investigating pre-tender estimating practice.  It 
is a remarkable achievement in several respects.  It is the first work to deal comprehensively with 
the practice of pre-tender estimating, it aspires to an utter level of rigour, and it is fundamentally 
and relentlessly concerned with what counts in practice.  All of these desires shine through with a 
clarity and excitement that is lacking in many other works in this field.  Pre-tender estimating is 
an exciting and vitally important aspect of construction activity.  That it is carried out mainly by 
quantity surveyors, whose image is usually associated with a rather dull and unimaginative 
approach to their work, has tended to carry a similarly dull and unimaginative perception of the 
role.  This is unfortunate. 
 
The objectives of Fortune and Lees' research are to establish and explain the incidence of 
competing forecasting models, within the built environment, together with an evaluation of their 
use in terms of accuracy, reliability and value.  An assessment of the degree of judgement 
involved in the particular forecasting model along with an approach to assess new models forms 
the remainder of the study's objectives.  These objectives are clearly stated and combine to 
expeditiously orientate the new readers to this field, in terms of the state of its development and 
future direction.  To the converted, the objectives spark the desire to rush to the analysis and 
discussion to determine the progress of forecasting techniques which have all at some stage been 
much revered but then seem to have faded, never quite reaching their full potential.  On a more 
political level, the results would also speak volumes about the position of quantity surveying, a 
profession which regards itself as being market leaders in the provision of cost advice.  Indeed, 
63% of the respondents were quantity surveying practices.  This therefore presents an ideal 
opportunity for critics of quantity surveying to prey on evidence which could be construed as 
indicating the profession's lack of courage and innovation in its use of forecasting techniques. 
 
The report begins by categorising the various currently used models under the headings of 
traditional models and newer models.  The newer models comprise statistical models, knowledge 
based systems, life cycle costing techniques, resource/process based methods and risk analyses 
techniques.  This categorisation is developed through a literature review which, although not 
comprehensive, does identify the most influential work.  Perhaps as a result of the literature 
review's lack of breadth, a further category of cost model is subsequently added, that of value 
related models. 
 
In one sense the authors, writing for the RICS and who themselves emanate from a quantity 
surveying background, have risked adding fuel to the flame of the quantity surveying sceptics by 
virtue of what appears, on the surface, to be a weak definition of strategic cost advice.  Strategic 
cost advice is defined in the study as "any cost advice given to the client prior to a formal offer to 
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contract being made".  Many of the models selected. particularly the traditional models, are in 
fact approximate estimating methods.  It is their selection and timing within an overall cost 
information system which qualify them as 'strategic' from the viewpoint of their user.  To label 
all of the models as strategic may, though impressive, be guilding the lily somewhat.  At the other 
extreme the newer value related models are not designed to provide a forecast of cost per se.  
Rather, they are intended to form part of an overall value improvement strategy designed to yield 
value improvement through functional analyses of building tasks, spaces, elements and 
components.  Reducing these models to their lowest common denominator, that is cost advice of 
some form does, however, facilitate a broad and comprehensive study.  This is, of course, a 
perfectly acceptable and pragmatic approach given the objectives of the research and this should 
be uppermost in the readers minds when interpreting the definition of strategic cost advice 
advanced by the authors. 
 
Having grouped the pre-tender estimating methods into "traditional" and newer models, they then 
proceed to find out, by postal questionnaire, how these are getting on in practice.  How this is 
done is a model of good questionnaire design and delivery.  They pay scrupulous attention to the 
details and answer all the obvious questions - why use a postal questionnaire? what sample size? 
what response rate? what length, format, layout and style of questionnaire? what follow up 
procedures?  In a manner reminiscent of quantity surveying itself, they then describe how this 
was first piloted with four colleagues, amended, piloted again with thirty students, amended 
again, piloted yet again with ten quantity surveying organisations, and amended yet again before 
starting on the main study.  The painstaking attention to detail is no less in the main study.  A 
carefully selected sample of 675 separate organisations deliberately restricted to the North of 
England, follow-up procedures which involved the use of unique reference numbers on stamped 
and addressed envelope four weeks after the initial mailing with a reminder note and further copy 
of the questionnaire.  This produces a commendable 61% response. 
 
The analysis of the returns is equally thorough, with numbers of each type of organisation 
responding given, staff/computer ratios, size of organisation, seniority of respondent each being 
summarised.  The responses concerning the pre-tender methods are then - past and current usage, 
reliability and accuracy, use of judgement, value, understanding and ability to use each method.  
The results contain few surprises.  All the traditional methods are used to a much greater extent 
than any of the non-traditional methods.  Approximate quantities and cost per m
2
 are the most 
frequently used methods, followed by elemental analysis.  Functional unit, significant items and 
detailed quantities form the next group some way behind.  Of the non-traditional methods, the 
leader is resource based estimating, followed closely by the payback and net present value life 
cycle costing methods.  Least used are the construction cost simulator and Monte Carlo 
simulation.  For reliability and accuracy, detailed quantities scored the highest, followed by 
approximate quantities, elemental analysis and knowledge based systems. 
 
Among the more frequent users of the newer models were project management organisations and 
multidisciplinary practices.  It is also particularly interesting to note that project management 
organisations are also high users of the value related models.  Based on these research findings it 
might be tempting to join the queue of persons wanting to criticise quantity surveying.  It should 
be remembered, however, that a significant number of UK quantity surveying firms have 
diversified to lesser or greater extent into other areas such as project management.  It would be 
interesting to know the proportion of those project management organisations that have evolved 
from quantity surveying backgrounds. 
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A wealth of summary statistics are provided.  Of particular interest is the understanding of each 
method and ability to use them.  These show disappointingly low levels for the non-traditional 
methods, particularly with the construction cost simulator, risk analysis and value related 
methods.  Much is made of this by the (academic) authors in what they term the "Iggy 
[ignorance] Factor".  This section is a must for all academics wondering why their pet method is 
not used in practice. 
 
The remainder of the analysis is concerned with the differences between respondent groups - type 
and size of organisation, computing facilities - "operational issues" involving comparison of 
retention rates (current vs past use) and perceived value, and the use of judgement. 
 
The conclusions section includes a bright 'smiley face' table of the various results which looks 
destined for a regular appearance in classrooms and conferences in years to come, some welcome 
reflections on the limitations of the study and a set of recommendations for further study that 
should keep us all busy for yet more years to come. 
 
A major criticism of the work that needs to be mentioned is that it is by no means certain that the 
respondents interpreted the list of pre-tender estimating method in the same way.  Only a very 
brief description of each method is given in the questionnaire.  There are clearly logistical 
reasons for this, but it is a problem nevertheless.  "Principal Item", "Interpolation", "Time Series 
Models", "Causal Cost Models", "Monte Carlo Simulation" and "Value Management" fall into 
this category.  There is also the problem that several of these methods overlap - "Causal Cost 
Models" and "Regression Analysis" for example.  Perhaps next time, there needs to be an 
interview component to the study to check these out more carefully. 
 
All in all though, this is an excellent study and report.  It is well conceived and executed by a very 
capable and informed team.  As a piece of descriptive 'scientific' research it is virtually flawless.  
Is it a coincidence, I wonder, that both the researchers involved originally trained as quantity 
surveyors? 
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